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A B S T R A C T
Introduction: In 2010, British Columbia (BC) introduced new trafﬁc laws designed to deter impaired
driving, speeding, and distracted driving. These laws generated signiﬁcant media attention and were
associated with reductions in fatal crashes and in ambulance calls and hospital admissions for road
trauma.
Objective: To understand the extent and type of media coverage of the new trafﬁc laws and to identify
how the laws were framed by the media.
Methods: We reviewed a database of injury related news coverage (May 2010–December 2012) and
extracted reports that mentioned distracted driving, impaired driving, or speeding. Articles were
classiﬁed according to: (i) Type, (ii) Issue discussed, (iii) ‘Reference to new laws’, and (iv) ‘Pro/anti trafﬁc
law’. Articles mentioning the new laws were reread and common themes in how the laws were framed
were identiﬁed and discussed.
Results: Over the course of the study, 1848 articles mentioned distraction, impairment, or speeding and
597 reports mentioned the new laws: 65 against, 227 neutral, and 305 supportive. Reports against the
new laws framed them as unfair or as causing economic damage to the entertainment industry. Reports
in favor of the new laws framed them in terms of preventing impaired driving and related trauma or of
bringing justice to drinking drivers. Growing evidence of the effectiveness of the new laws generated
media support.
Conclusions: BC’s new trafﬁc laws generated considerable media attention both pro and con. We believe
that this media attention helped inform the public of the new laws and enhanced their deterrent effect.
ã 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Contents lists available at ScienceDirect
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Motor vehicle crashes (MVCs) are a major public health
problem. Trafﬁc laws designed to deter dangerous driving are
known to reduce road trauma (Morrison et al., 2003; Traynor,
2009; Shepherd, 2001). For deterrence to be effective, the public
must be aware of the laws and have the perception that the
probability of being apprehended and punished for breaking them
is high (Stafford and Warr,1993; Wright, 2010; Nagin and Pogarsky,
2001). As Homel (1993) put it when discussing the deterrent effect* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: Jbrubacher@shaw.ca (J.R. Brubacher).
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.aap.2015.05.022
0001-4575/ã 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article unof random breath testing: “the aim is to create a sense of unease
about drinking and driving amongst potential offenders through
highly visible police enforcement which gives the impression of
being unpredictable, unavoidable, and ubiquitous”. In addition to
visible enforcement, public education and awareness campaigns
that emphasize trafﬁc law enforcement also play an important role
in road safety (Snyder and Hamilton, 2002; Tay, 2005). Unpubli-
cized enforcement blitzes, even if they result in a high number of
charges, are often ineffective in reducing MVCs (Mercer, 1985). A
systematic review found that media campaigns can help prevent
alcohol impaired driving by enhancing the deterrent effects of
impaired driving laws (Elder et al., 2004). In addition, social
marketing can promote social responsibility and healthier shared
norms such as social norms against drinking and driving (Perkinsder the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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pay for social marketing campaigns to increase public knowledge
about critical road safety issues and to raise awareness of
enforcement campaigns.
Newspapers are a source of news, opinions, education and
entertainment and over 75 percent of Canadians read a newspaper
(NADbank, 2013). Therefore, newspapers can play an important
role in informing people of trafﬁc laws and enforcement
campaigns. However, unlike paid marketing campaigns, news
coverage can be unpredictable. This is because trafﬁc laws and
enforcement, like most issues, can be viewed from a variety of
perspectives or discussed in a way that emphasizes one attribute
over another (Chong and Druckman, 2007). The term “framing”
describes how an issue is deﬁned and presented or which
perspective is emphasized when discussing an issue. As Entman
(1993) notes, frames ‘deﬁne problems’, ‘diagnose causes’, ‘make
moral judgments’, and ‘suggest remedies’. How an issue is framed
inﬂuences how people choose to process information and may
inﬂuence their opinion about that issue (Chong and Druckman,
2007; Scheufele, 1999). Favorable media coverage may provide
legitimacy to new laws or enforcement campaigns. Prior research
has found that unpaid media coverage can increase public
awareness of speciﬁc issues (Holder and Treno, 1997) and may
result in behavioral change (Wakeﬁeld et al., 2010). In fact, unpaid
media coverage can be more effective than paid public information
campaigns in increasing public awareness of the harmful effects of
alcohol misuse (Holder and Treno, 1997). However, newswriters
may also frame road safety laws or enforcement campaigns from a
negative perspective that turns public opinion against the laws.
In 2010, British Columbia (BC) amended the BC Motor Vehicle
Act to target major driver-behavior based crash risk factors:
alcohol, speeding, and cell phone use. Starting in February 2010,
drivers who use cell phones can be ﬁned, prior to this there was no
penalty for cell phone use. In September 2010, police were given
authority to administer immediate roadside penalties (IRPs)
consisting of license suspension of 3–90 days and vehicle
impoundment of 3–30 days based on the results of a roadside
breathalyzer. Drivers with BAC > 0.08% were also subject to
criminal code convictions, as had been the case for decades.
Although criminal code penalties were more severe than IRPs, they
required criminal proceedings before being implemented and
were therefore neither certain (many drivers charged with drunk
driving were acquitted) nor swiftly implemented. British Columbia
had administrative penalties for drivers with BAC > 0.05% for many
years but the new IRP penalties were more severe and came into
effect immediately instead of after a grace period. Also, starting in
September 2010, police were given the authority to impound
vehicles for racing or excessive speeding (7–60 days of vehicle
impoundment). These laws are described for the public on the BC
Ministry of Justice website (British Columbia Ministry of Justice,
2014a,b,c) and the full legal details are contained in the amended
BC Motor Vehicle Act (Anonymous, 2014).
The BC government framed the new laws in terms of prevention
and justice and stated that they were “designed to get impaired
drivers off the roads with clear, swift, and severe penalties”
(Ministry of Public Safety and Solicitor General, 2010). They were
promoted as a means of preventing deaths such as that of Alexa
Middelaer, a 4 year old girl who was struck and killed by a drunk
driver in 2008. Police application of the new laws was immediate
and extensive. In the ﬁrst full year, BC police issued over 22,500
immediate roadside prohibitions for drinking and driving and
8500 penalties for excessive speeding. At the same time, the
number of criminal code convictions for driving above the legal
limit (i.e., BAC > 0.08%) fell from an average of over 8000 per year in
the ﬁve years before the new laws to 1843 in the ﬁrst full year
following the new laws.Two months after the laws were implemented, there were
reports that some roadside breathalyzers were inaccurate and may
have indicated that some drivers had BAC > 0.05% when they were
actually below this limit. In response, breathalyzers were re-
calibrated to give a warn reading at BAC > 0.06% rather than at
BAC > 0.05%. Some groups criticized the laws as being overly severe
without adequate mechanism for appeal. A legal challenge of the
new laws was launched in spring 2011. On November 30, 2011,
British Columbia Supreme Court judge, the Honourable Mr. J.S.
Sigurdson ruled that the part of the laws pertaining to drivers with
BAC > 0.08% breached section 8 of the Canadian Charter of Rights
although the provisions pertaining to drivers with BACs between
0.05% and 0.08% were held to not violate the Charter. Following this
decision, the laws were temporarily suspended, then amended to
include an appeal process for drivers with BAC > 0.08%, and ﬁnally
re-implemented in June, 2012.
There is strong evidence that British Columbia drivers were
aware of the new laws and changed their drinking and driving
habits as a result. A 2012 roadside survey found that 82.5% of BC
drivers were aware of the new legislation and 89.6% agreed that the
new laws would make roads safer (Beirness and Beasley, 2014).
Another 2012 survey found that public perception of police
commitment to trafﬁc enforcement had increased (Public Attitude
Survey, 2012). In BC roadside surveys, 6.5% of evening and
nighttime drivers tested positive for BAC in 2012 compared to
9.9% in 2010 before the new laws were introduced (Beirness and
Beasley, 2014). Telephone surveys found that the percentage of BC
drivers reporting driving while over the legal limit was above the
national average in 2009 and 2010 but fell below the national
average in 2011 and 2012 (The Road Safety Monitor, 2012). These
surveys also found that drinking and driving is at the top of the list
of societal issues in BC and that drinking drivers were rated as a
very or extremely serious problem by 82.9% of British Columbians.
In November, 2011, the BC government reported that there were
only 68 impaired driving related fatalities in the year after the new
laws were implemented, compared to an average of 113 impaired
driving deaths per year for the previous ﬁve years (Shaw, 2011). In
2013, a sustained 40% reduction in alcohol related road fatalities
was conﬁrmed by independent researchers (Macdonald et al.,
2013). Our group conducted a time series analysis of the new laws
and found a 21% decrease in all cause fatal crashes (mostly due to
reduction in alcohol related crashes), an 8% decrease in hospital
admissions for road trauma, and a 7% decrease in ambulance calls
for road trauma (Brubacher et al., 2014).
These laws, their extensive enforcement, and the court
challenge, generated substantial media coverage. This report
explores newspaper coverage of the new trafﬁc legislation in BC,
with a focus on the immediate roadside prohibitions for drinking
and driving—the most controversial facet of the new laws. Our
objectives are (i) to understand the extent and type of unpaid
media coverage related to the new trafﬁc laws, (ii) to describe how
the new laws were framed by the media, and (iii) to discuss how
the media discussion of the new laws changed over time. Although
our analysis is descriptive, our ﬁndings provide insight into the
potential role played by the news media in informing and shaping
the opinions of BC drivers regarding the new laws.
2. Methods
We analyzed unsolicited media reports published in commonly
read print newspapers. We focused on two national newspapers
(National Post, and the Globe and Mail), twelve metropolitan
newspapers and all community newspapers published throughout
BC, due to their inﬂuence on every community in our province.
We have a contract with a professional media monitoring
company (Wasserman + Partners Advertising) to capture all injury
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company identiﬁes all injury relevant newspaper reports using a
key word search of the full text of the report. This search identiﬁes
all newspaper articles with any of the following words: “Drown-
ing”, “Drowned”, “Accident”, “Motorcycle accident”, “Motorcycle
injury”, “Injuries”, “Injury”, “Injured”, “Injured cyclist”, “Cyclist
killed”, “Cyclist hit”, “Drinking and driving”, “Brain injury”, “Brain
injured”, “Preventable injuries”, “The Community against Prevent-
able injuries”, “Preventable.ca”, “Water Safety”, “Impaired driving”,
“Boating”, “Biking”, “Fatal collision”, “Car crash”, “Road safety”. We
received daily email updates with all print media stories (May,
2010–December, 2012) which contained any of these key words.
These media reports (n = 7500) were divided between three
research assistants who read titles and text and extracted reports
that mentioned either distracted driving, impaired driving, or
speeding. After initial selection, each article was read in depth by
one of the research assistants and classiﬁed using predetermined
criteria according to: (i) ‘Type of article,’ (ii) ‘Cause of accident/
Issue discussed,’ (iii) ‘Reference to new trafﬁc laws,’ and (iv) ‘Pro/
anti trafﬁc law.’ Ambiguous cases were discussed between
research assistants and their immediate supervisor (ED). Disagree-
ments and difﬁcult cases were resolved by consensus and where
necessary third party involvement (JB).
Under ‘Type of article’, the articles were put into one of four
mutually exclusive categories: Campaign, Editorial/Opinion, News
Reports, or Advice. Articles primarily about an enforcement
campaign that targeted cell phone distraction, speeding, or
impaired driving were classiﬁed as Campaign articles. Articles
not referring to an enforcement campaign were categorized as
Editorial/Opinion if they were located in the editorials, opinions, or
comments sections of the newspaper. If they were located in the
news section of the newspaper and informed the reader of an event
(e.g., a fatal car crash) related to impaired driving, cell phone
distraction, and/or speeding they were categorized as News
Report. Articles that advised readers to act in a certain manner
in relation to impaired driving, cell phone distraction, or speeding
were classiﬁed as Advice. For ‘Cause of Accident/Issue Discussed’,
the possible entries were Cell Phone Distraction, Impaired Driving
(Alcohol), and/or Speeding. These categories were not mutually
exclusive, and all relevant issues were recorded for each article.
Under ‘Reference to New Trafﬁc Laws’ the articles were categorized
as ‘yes’ if the new trafﬁc laws were mentioned in the article.
Articles discussing the new laws were classiﬁed as ‘Pro/Anti Trafﬁc
Law’ according to its position on the new trafﬁc legislation. An
article criticizing the new legislation was classiﬁed as ‘Anti,’ an
article supporting the new legislation was entered as ‘Pro’, andTable 1
Number and type of media reports. Note that the broad categories (drinking and drivin
News reports Editorials 
Drinking and driving 933 225 
In favor of new laws 111 (12%) 101 (45%) 
Against the new laws 32 (3%) 31 (14%) 
Neutral 142 (15%) 20 (9%) 
Laws not mentioned 648 (69%) 73 (32%) 
Speeding 507 78 
In favor of new laws 33 (7%) 8 (10%) 
Against the new laws 1 (0%) 4 (5%) 
Neutral 38 (7%) 5 (6%) 
Laws not mentioned 435 (86%) 61 (78%) 
Cell phone distraction 141 49 
In favor of new laws 34 (24%) 13 (27%) 
Against the new laws 2 (1%) 2 (4%) 
Neutral 26 (18%) 4 (8%) 
Laws not mentioned 79 (56%) 30 (61%) ‘Neutral’ was entered when the article was factual or presented
both sides of the argument without an apparent opinion for or
against the new legislation.
The lead author (JB) and three co-authors (ED, YR, RH)
independently reread all articles that mentioned the new laws
(n = 597) in order to identify emerging themes in how the laws
were framed by the media. These authors discussed emerging
themes in a series of meetings in order to arrive at a consensus. The
lead author then summarized the ways that the new laws were
framed in the media. Next the lead author re-read all articles that
were either for or against the new laws (n = 370) to identify trends
in media framing of the new laws over time. During this process,
input was sought from all authors.
3. Results
Over the study period, 1848 articles mentioned driver distrac-
tion, impairment, or speeding. These included 1263 (68%) news
reports (mostly reporting on crashes resulting in injury or death),
293 (16%) editorials, 218 (12%) articles that informed readers of
safe driving campaigns, and 74 (4%) that provided driving advice.
Overall, 597 articles (32%) mentioned the new laws. Of these 597
articles, 344 (58%) were news reports,165 (28%) were editorials, 70
(12%) were campaign articles, and 18 (3%) provided advice. We
found that 65 articles (11%) spoke against the new laws, 227 (38%)
were neutral, and 305 (51%) were in favor of the laws. Driver
impairment received the most media attention (1372 articles—74%
of total). Of the 1372 articles on driver impairment, 511 (37%)
mentioned the new laws and 259/511 (51%) were in favor, 64/511
(13%) against, and 188/511 (37%) neutral. Speeding also received
substantial media attention (686 articles—37% of total). In 309
articles (17% of total), both alcohol impairment and speeding were
mentioned. The new laws targeting speeding were mentioned in
109 of the 686 (16%) articles on speeding. Of these, roughly half
(52/109 = 48%) were in favor of the new laws, 52 (48%) were neutral
and only 5 (5%) were against. Cell phone distraction was
mentioned in 227 articles (12% of total). Of the 227 articles on
distracted driving, 94 (44%) mentioned the new laws: 54 (57%)
were in favor and 36 were neutral. No article was against ﬁnes for
drivers using cell phones but 4 articles (4%) that mentioned cell
phone distraction spoke against the harsh penalties for drinking
drivers and so are classiﬁed as being against the new laws. Table 1
and Fig. 1 summarize the number and type of relevant media
articles.
British Columbia’s new trafﬁc laws generated signiﬁcant and
sustained media attention, the majority of which focused on theg, speeding, distraction) are not mutually exclusive.
Campaign articles Advice Total articles
179 35 1372
40 (22%) 7 (20%) 259 (19%)
1 (1%) 0 (0%) 64 (5%)
21 (12%) 5 (14%) 188 (14%)
117 (65%) 23 (66%) 861 (63%)
53 48 686
7 (13%) 4 (8%) 52 (8%)
0 (0%) 0 (0%) 5 (1%)
1 (2%) 8 (17%) 52 (8%)
45 (85%) 36 (75%) 577 (84%)
17 20 227
6 (35%) 1 (5%) 54 (24%)
0 (0%) 0 (0%) 4 (2%)
1 (6%) 5 (25%) 36 (16%)
10 (59%) 14 (70%) 133 (59%)
Fig. 1. This ﬁgure illustrates the number and type of media reports and whether they mentioned the new laws. Reports mentioning the new laws are further classiﬁed as
neutral, in favor of, or against the laws.
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debate about the new ﬁnes for hand held cell phone use. In fact all
articles were in favor of penalties for cell phone using drivers
although some called for laws with broader scope. Similarly, the
penalties for excessive speeding and racing generated relatively
little debate. Thematic analysis of articles about the new drinking
and driving laws showed that media framing of the new laws could
largely be classiﬁed into one of 4 frames: (1) Prevention, (2) Justice,
(3) Fairness, and (4) Economic impact.
3.1. Prevention
The majority of articles in favor of the new laws framed them in
terms of prevention of impaired driving and alcohol-related
crashes. This discussion evolved as evidence showing the
effectiveness of the new laws became available. When the laws
were ﬁrst introduced, the discussion was about the intent of thelaws and their theoretical effectiveness: “Maybe now B.C. drivers
will think twice when it comes to driving drunk, or ﬂying through a
school zone. We hope so”. (Abbotsford Times, September 21, 2010)
. . . and . . . “The intention is to keep our citizens safe. If one child's
life is saved, if one citizen's life is saved, if one family does not have to
grieve then I believe these laws are a good thing”. (Williams Lake
Tribune, September 28, 2010) In the ﬁrst month after the new laws
were implemented, their effectiveness was supported by reports of
the large number of impaired drivers who had been sanctioned
under the new laws.: ““We fully excepted that many drivers would
likely have to learn the hard way for changing their behavior,” said
Steve Martin, B.C.’s superintendent of motor vehicles. “These
immediate road prohibitions look like they're starting to pay
immediate dividends.”” (The Province, October 1, 2010) Two months
later, police reports that fewer impaired drivers were charged
during the annual “Drinking Driving CounterAttack” campaign,
were also presented as evidence that the new laws were effective:
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alcohol on ﬁrst weekend of CounterAttack . . . The anecdotal message
from our ofﬁcers is that they were having a tough time ﬁnding
someone who had had a drink," he said, adding that’s a sign the
publicity around the tougher drinking and driving penalties has been a
strong deterrent.” (Times Colonist, Victoria, December 7, 2010).
Reports on the impact of the new laws on alcohol sales in pubs and
restaurants were also pointed to as evidence that the laws were
effective in changing driver behavior albeit with the unintended
consequence of causing ﬁnancial harm to the entertainment
industry (see below).
In March, 2011, shortly before the court challenge to the new
laws was ﬁrst launched, the government released statistics
showing 40% fewer fatal alcohol-related crashes in the ﬁrst 4
months after the new laws were implemented compared to the
same 4 months a year earlier. In July 2011, the government cited a
50% drop in impaired driving fatalities in the ﬁrst 7 months after
the laws were implemented compared to the average for the same
months from the ﬁve previous years, and in November, 2011 they
reported a 40% decline in impaired driving fatalities. The dramatic
reduction in impaired driving fatalities was subsequently borne
out by independent research (Macdonald et al., 2013; Brubacher
et al., 2014), and was used to support the new laws during the court
challenge. Editorials and other articles in favor of the new laws
used these statistics to counter views that the laws were unfair or
causing economic hardship: “B.C. must hold line on driving
regulations. . . . While it’s easy to be distracted by the lawsuit, let’s
not forget the reasons these laws were put in place. In B.C., impaired
drivers kill more than 100 people and injure more than 3000 each year.
Every one of these tragedies is entirely preventable. These early
problems should encourage the police and provincial authorities to
develop procedures to ensure the fairness and accuracy of roadside
screening and penalties, and not be scared into backing off from a law
that beneﬁts the safety of everyone in B.C.” (Harbour City Star, March
11, 2011) and “It seems the provincial government has done
something seemingly impossible; it has substantially altered social
behavior in a radically short period of time. . . . This isn’t rocket
science—fewer drivers on the road with a blood-alcohol level of .05
can only be a good thing. . . . This is the kind of social intervention
that’s hard not to appreciate.” (The Daily News, Kamloops, March 5,
2011).
3.2. Justice
Articles supportive of the new laws also commonly framed
them in terms of justice, bringing punishment to drunk drivers
who deserve to be punished: “It is not OK to put other people’s lives
at risk and I hope that drivers will consider the seriousness of these
sanctions while they're sober, before they go out. . . . Anyone who
willingly gets into a vehicle and drives after having too much to drink
deserves to pay the price for ﬂouting the regulations.” (The Daily
News, Nanaimo, September 17, 2010). . . . and . . . “Taking away
the vehicle from someone who endangers others on the roads seems
like perfect justice. Emptying their wallet is a nice bonus.” (Maple
Ridge—Pitt Meadows Times, September 21, 2010). Articles that
framed the laws in terms of justice often highlighted a tragic crash
that resulted in loss of life and opined that victim rights should go
before those of drinking drivers: “There are lots of options for those
who want to go out and have a glass or two of alcohol with dinner or at
a party. There are no options for those who are killed by drivers who
are impaired.” (Harbour City Star, November 12, 2010) Many articles
framed the new laws in terms of both justice and prevention.3.3. Fairness
Most of the criticism of the new laws framed them as being
unfair. Criticisms included the view that the new laws “spread too
wide a net” by unfairly targeting drivers who had only one or two
drinks. Punishment for these drivers was seen as disproportionate
to the offence. Some of these reports included factual errors such as
the belief that moderate alcohol levels do not increase crash risk,
and the mistaken impression that the BAC limit of 0.05% for driving
was new (in fact, like most Canadian provinces, BC had penalties
for driving with BAC over 0.05% for many years). “The killers are
those repeat-offenders who drink and drive regardless, those without
driver's license, those reckless ones that don't care. The normal person
should have no problem driving safely at .08.” (Comox Valley Echo,
October 1, 2010). The theme of the law casting too broad a net
included the opinion that drivers would be above the 0.05% limit
and be punished after only one or two drinks: “With these laws,
you're basically punishing a husband and wife that may go out for
dinner and have a few glasses of wine.” (Kamloops This Week,
September 21, 2010). Supporters of the new laws, including MADD
Canada, pointed out that one drink of alcohol would not usually put
someone above the legal limit: ““The suggestion that a person will be
over .05 [blood alcohol content] if they have a glass of wine with
dinner is inaccurate. It takes more than one drink for most people to
reach the .05% BAC level," MADD said in a news release issued this
week.” (Vancouver Sun, October 2, 2010).
Another common criticism regarding the (un) fairness of the
laws was that they did not provide the accused with a satisfactory
way to contest the charges—i.e., there is a lack of due process. Some
reports expressed this in stronger language, calling the new laws
draconian: “The very fact that a police ofﬁcer on a roadside check can
act as prosecutor, judge and jury is contrary to our way of life and the
public is entitled to due process in a court of law before a judge.”
(Chilliwack Times, September 21, 2010) . . . and . . . “The new
provisions allow RCMP ofﬁcers – on the side of a dark road in the
middle of the night – to impose signiﬁcant consequences on people,
with little or no recourse for us to challenge them.” (The Daily News,
Kamloops, September 25, 2010). The laws were also criticized as
being a cash grab or designed to save on court costs: “The Liberals’
decision to bring in what they proudly call the toughest sanctions in
Canada smack of a tax grab, pure and simple.” (The Province,
September 17, 2010) . . . and . . . “From what I see, B.C.’s new
legislation is more an assault on the costs of prosecuting criminal
behavior, rather than the criminal behavior itself.” (The Daily News,
Kamloops, September 25, 2010). Several months after the laws
were introduced, news of problems with the calibration of
breathalyzers, resulting in unreliable readings, reinforced
criticisms of the laws being unfair: “Then police reveal that roadside
breathalyzer devices in the province - already used to impose licence
suspensions on several hundred thousand British Columbians—were
badly calibrated. Innocent people likely suffered roadside suspensions
and further penalties.” (Langley Times, November 30, 2010). Themes
around the lack of fairness of the new laws were expressed within
the ﬁrst few months of their implementation. There was then
relatively little opposition to the new laws in the press until around
the time of the court decision (November 30, 2011) when a number
of articles reiterated the view that the laws were unfair. These later
articles focused primarily on the lack of an appeal process (which
was the focus of the court decision) and how it was based on
readings from unreliable screening devices. Articles published
around the time of the court challenge largely ignored the themes
of the law casting too broad a net.
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In the ﬁrst few months after the laws were implemented there
was a signiﬁcant protest from the entertainment industry because
the laws were hurting restaurant and pub sales: “It’s like a switch
went off on Monday, . . . Business is way off as a result. People’s
drinking habits changed immediately. They are either ordering
only one drink or not ordering any.” (Maple Ridge News, September
28, 2010) . . . and . . . “With the toughest drinking and driving laws
in Canada now in effect, people all over British Columbia are thinking
twice before going out for a drink. This is exactly why local licensed
establishments are worried about business.” (Merritt Herald,
September 28, 2010).
By early November, 2010, with numerous reports of alcohol
sales suffering in pubs and restaurants, the newly appointed
attorney general tried to soften the economic impact of the new
laws by informing the public that it was “an urban myth” that one
or two drinks would put drivers above the 0.05% limit, and by
suggesting that he may review the new laws: “Coleman, who was
appointed solicitor general in a cabinet shufﬂe two weeks ago, said the
new law has had a negative impact on the pub and restaurant
industry, and that he will consider amending the legislation. He said
people have misinterpreted the rules to mean that they can't have a
drink at all and then get behind the wheel of a car. As a result, they've
stopped going out for meals and drinks, he said. “And that wasn't the
intent of the legislation.” (Times Colonist, Victoria, November 10,
2010) . . . and . . . ““Sometimes you get the urban myth that gets
momentum and people start talking about that you can't even have
one drink because you'll fail on the instrument," said Coleman. “That
just goes through the public like wild ﬁre."” (The Daily News,
Kamloops, November 9, 2010). The new attorney general also
suggested that police should show more discretion in applying the
laws to drivers in the warn range (i.e., BAC between 0.05% and
0.08%): “Coleman said part of the problem is the discretion police
ofﬁcers have to impound vehicles or just leave them parked and let the
driver get a ride home. He said he wants to reinforce the ‘discretionFig. 2. British Columbia’s new trafﬁc laws generated considerable media attention. The
driving as well as the number of reports, either for or against the new laws spiked around
court challenge and temporary suspension of the new laws (November, 2011). (For interp
web version of this article.)
Timeline: The red vertical arrows indicate when the laws were (1) Introduced, (2) Suspend
appeared in the news: (A) Reports of laws hurting liquor sales in pubs and restaurants. (
showing 40% decrease in impaired driving fatalities between October, 2010 and January,
fatalities in ﬁrst full year after new laws (versus average from previous 5 years).message’ with ofﬁcers.” (Times Colonist, Victoria, November 11,
2010) This attempt to soften the impact of the new laws was
criticised in the media with headlines such as “Backpedalling a bad
decision”: “it's not good governance to bow to the whims of special
interest groups, particularly when they ask to water down legislation
that's having its intended effect.” (Nanaimo News Bulletin, Novem-
ber 13, 2010) . . . and . . . “When the vested interests of restaurants
and pubs cry foul, the present “rethinking” of the policy . . . is sadly
misplaced.” (Vancouver Sun, November 13, 2010).
Most articles that viewed the new laws from an economic
perspective were critical of them. However, a number of articles in
favor of the laws framed them in terms of their economic impact
and highlighted innovative responses used by some restaurants.
These included low alcohol drinks, free non-alcohol drinks for
designated drivers, and providing patrons with rides home (even
including towing patron’s vehicles to their residence).
3.5. Type of article
As shown in Fig. 1, most of the opposition to the new laws came
from editorials/opinion pieces in which writers framed the laws as
unfair. However the majority of editorials framed the laws in terms
of prevention or justice and presented them in a favorable light.
Campaign articles and advice columns usually included interviews
with trafﬁc police or road safety experts and framed the laws in
terms of prevention or justice. These articles were almost
uniformly in favor of the new laws. News reports tended to be
in support of the new laws when they focused on victims of a crash
or on the ability of laws to prevent crashes. However, some critical
news reports highlighted the experience of drivers sanctioned
under the laws and framed the laws as unfair. Other critical news
reports, especially in the ﬁrst months after the laws were
implemented, framed them in terms of their economic impact
on the entertainment industry. total number of report mentioned either impaired driving, speeding, or distracted
 the time of their introduction in September, 2010 and again around the time of the
retation of the references to color in this ﬁgure legend, the reader is referred to the
ed, and (3) Re-introduced. The blue vertical lines indicate when the following events
B) Reports of breathalyzer calibration problems. (C) Government releases statistics
 2011. (D) Government releases statistics showing 40% decrease in impaired driving
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There was a large spike in the number of articles mentioning the
new laws around the time of their introduction (September, 2010)
and a smaller spike around the time of the BC Supreme Court ruling
(November, 2011). Fig. 2 provides a timeline of relevant events
together with the total number of articles and those for versus
against the new laws. When the new laws were introduced, the
government framed them in terms of prevention and justice
(making the roads safer by removing drunk drivers). Many news
articles echoed those themes. However other articles, especially in
the ﬁrst months after the laws were introduced, framed them as
being unfair or as causing economic hardship to the entertainment
industry. Evidence of mis-calibrated breathalyzers and reports of
economic hardship to the entertainment industry lent support to
critics who viewed the laws as unfair. By the time of the court
challenge, there was strong evidence that the laws had been very
effective in preventing drunk driving and alcohol-related fatal
crashes. By this time, most articles framed the laws in terms of
prevention, and articles that criticised the laws become more
muted and focused primarily on the need to provide drivers with a
means of appeal. As shown in Fig. 2, the introduction of the new
laws generated more media coverage, both pro and con, than the
subsequent court challenge or re-introduction of the laws. High
media coverage when the laws were ﬁrst introduced likely reﬂects
concern and uncertainty about the impact of the new laws. By the
time of the court challenge and subsequent re-introduction, the
laws had been in effect for over a year and the public was more
familiar with the laws and therefore likely less concerned about
their potential impact.
4. Conclusion
We believe that media coverage of BC’s new trafﬁc laws,
especially those pertaining to drinking and driving, played an
important role in generating public awareness of the legislative
changes and helped mediate the changes in drinking and driving
behavior brought about by the new laws. According to deterrence
theory, individual decisions around following or breaking a law is
most affected by a perceived likelihood of being caught and the
perceived severity of the penalties (Stafford and Warr, 1993;
Wright, 2010; Nagin and Pogarsky, 2001). For BC’s new driving
laws, these perceptions were likely inﬂuenced both by the
extensive enforcement but also by the media coverage, which
included passionate opinions in favor of, and against, the new laws.
Even coverage that framed the laws as unfair is likely to have
helped “create a sense of unease about drinking and driving
amongst potential offenders” (Homel, 1993) and thereby increased
the deterrent effects of the new laws.
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